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Key takeaways

Immunising children and 
adolescents aged 2-17 years, rather 

than older adults, appears to be 
the most efficient way to reduce 
infections and mortality caused 
by influenza (flu) across the UK.1,2

The UK is a global leader  
in vaccinations and the  

first country worldwide 
to implement a childhood 

influenza national immunisation 
programme (NIP).3 

However, uptake of the 
childhood flu vaccination  
by school-aged children  
has remained stagnant 
at approximately 50% 
since the pandemic.4,5 

A study suggests that achieving 
an uptake of 70% across young 
people aged 2-16 could protect 

children and the community, 
and could provide a net health 

benefit of £783.2 million.6

How can we strengthen the programme? 

•	 Establish ambitious uptake targets of 70%, and incentivise improvements  
	 in uptake 

•	 Increase the accessibility of childhood flu vaccines by extending  
	 the vaccination period and utilising community pharmacies 

•	 Promote vaccine education and awareness across school and healthcare  
	 settings



What is the childhood flu national  
immunisation programme (NIP)?   

Seasonal influenza is a common preventable respiratory disease that represents 
a substantial burden to people, healthcare systems and economies. The 2024/25 
winter season saw high levels of flu circulating, which the NHS described as a 
“tidal wave of flu”, and resulted in added pressure on GPs, hospitals and social 
care settings.7,8,9 

Children under the age of 5 have among the highest hospitalisation rates with 
flu, leading to serious health complications and utilising significant health system 
resources.10,11 Children are more likely to acquire flu outside of the home, and 
responsible for most of the transmissions within their households.12,13      

The UK was the first country to implement a childhood flu NIP.3 Following the 
Joint Committee on Vaccination and Immunisation (JCVI) recommendation that 
a childhood flu NIP should be introduced in 2012, the programme has expanded 
over time to include the vaccination of all children aged 2-3 years in GP practices 
and 4-16 years in school settings.14,15

Flu has a significant impact: 

•	 £644 million lost annually  
	 to the UK economy8

•	 4.8 million working days  
	 lost annually in the UK8 

•	 27,000+ excess emergency  
	 inpatient admissions in A&E  
	 per month in the UK8

•	 Nearly 4 days of school  
	 absence for children reporting  
	 flu-like illness16 



What are the benefits  
of the programme?   

Vaccination reduces flu cases among children,  
as well as the wider population. 
Vaccinating children has been associated with reducing flu infections, 
primary care visits, and hospitalisations in unvaccinated adults.17 

Reducing winter pressures on the NHS.18 
A study in six pilot areas of England found that vaccinating an estimated 
196,994 primary school-aged children (an average uptake of 56.8%) 
reduced the healthcare burden of flu compared with non-pilot areas:

•	 94% reduction of GP flu-like illness consultations

•	 74% reduction in emergency department  
	 respiratory attendances

•	 93% reduction in confirmed flu hospital admissions 

Reducing the economic burden of flu. 

Childhood flu vaccination has been shown to reduce sick 
leave among adults – with families with vaccinated children 
taking fewer days off sick annually, therefore helping to  
keep the workforce healthy.19 

The programme is cost-effective. 
A 2021 economic evaluation found that at all levels of 
uptake, vaccinating all groups of children from 2-16 years  
old had a 100% probability of being cost-effective.6



The potential benefits of the childhood 
flu NIP have not been fully realised     

Childhood flu vaccination uptake rates have remained stagnant for all 
school-aged children since the pandemic: at 51.1% from September 2024 
to January 2025,4 and 50% for the same cohort in the 2023-24 season.5 

•	 Current uptake is well below the previous NHS target of 70%, which has  
	 since been removed.20 

•	 Achieving the uptake target of 70% in 2-16 year olds, in addition to the  
	 high-clinical risk and older populations, could release an associated net  
	 health benefit of £783.2 million.6 

•	 Modelling in the US suggests that increasing vaccination coverage by  
	 15% in children aged 5-17 will reduce cases of flu by 11.6% and reduce  
	 hospitalisations by 12.4% in the overall population. The most significant  
	 benefit, in terms of averted hospitalisations, is observed in people aged  
	 65 and over.17 

There are geographic inequalities in the uptake of the childhood flu 
vaccine, with children living in high levels of deprivation less likely  
to be vaccinated against flu.  

•	 Children in the poorest deprivation  
	 quintile have been shown to be  
	 19% less likely to receive an  
	 influenza vaccine than those in  
	 the wealthiest quintile.21 

•	 Vaccine uptake ranges between  
	 79% of school-aged children in  
	 Cambridgeshire to a low of only  
	 25% of children in Bradford.4



There is a need for strong national leadership  
to drive high levels of uptake of the NIP

•	 Reinstate the 70% uptake target for childhood immunisation  
	 within the annual National Flu Immunisation Programme Letter,  
	 with a specific focus on reducing disparities in uptake

•	 Guarantee that funding for the implementation of the childhood  
	 flu NIP is ring-fenced to ensure sustained delivery and prioritisation  
	 through delegation of commissioning to Integrated Care Boards (ICBs)

•	 Increase the fee paid to general practice for the delivery of  
	 childhood flu vaccinations to match that of routine childhood  
	 immunisations, to tackle low uptake in the GP setting 

How can the programme be strengthened? 

Increasing accessibility of childhood flu vaccines 

•	 Establish contractual provisions for community pharmacies  
	 to support delivery of the childhood flu NIP. This would offer  
	 further options for those not vaccinated under School Age  
	 Immunisation Service provision, including supporting catch-up for  
	 children who miss school vaccination days. Pharmacies typically  
	 have longer opening hours, geographical accessibility,  
	 and a trusted position in local communities – particularly  
	 in underserved areas22 

•	 Extend the childhood flu vaccination period  
	 to align with the longer period used in the adult flu NIP23  
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Promoting vaccine education and awareness 

•	 Incorporate vaccine education into the  
	 school curriculum, with Ofsted assessments  
	 reflecting this priority. Evidence suggests that  
	 school-based education programmes are effective  
	 in increasing flu vaccine acceptance in adolescents24 

•	 Train healthcare professionals, administrative staff and  
	 teachers to support engagement by children and parents  
	 with the vaccination programme. Healthcare professionals’  
	 knowledge and attitude towards vaccination strongly influence  
	 vaccination uptake25,26
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